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Policies governing language use in and out of the ESL classroom are controversial. While
some scholars claim that an English-only policy is necessary to maximize language
development, others argue that native language (L1) use is an inevitable part of teaching
and learning. This debate continues in intensive English programs, particularly regarding
policies governing language use within school precincts but outside of the classroom.
English-learning institutions implement various language policies, but few are informed
by empirical research that reﬂects learner perspectives. Accordingly, many policies are
enforced in ways that undermine the positive environment needed to maximize language
learning. Unfortunately, the literature says very little to help us understand why students
speak their L1 outside the classroom. Thus, the study described in this article was designed
to gather student perspectives about their L1 use outside the classroom. Data were
collected in an intensive English program through student interviews (N ¼ 6) and focus
groups (N ¼ 4). Analyses identiﬁed a variety of sociocultural, linguistic, individual, and
psychological factors that affect students' language use outside the classroom. The article
concludes with the discussion of recommendations regarding the development of language use plans and self-regulation as means of facilitating language development.
© 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
Student language use inside and outside the English as a second language (ESL) classroom has been a controversial topic
for many years. Whereas some studies indicate that a learner's native language (L1) plays an inevitable part in learning and
teaching English as a second language (ESL or L2; e.g., Daily-O'Cain & Liebscher, 2009; Macaro, 2009; Rivers, 2011; Turnbull &
Dailey-O'Cain, 2009), other researchers argue that intensive exposure to the target language should be the primary goal of
English learners (Chaudron, 1988; Davila, 2005; Franklin, 1990; Gorsuch, 1991; Littlewood, 1981; Tang, 2002).
Therefore, in addition to concerns about L2 use within the classroom, this debate continues among practitioners and
administrators of intensive English programs (IEP) over ESL learners' use of English outside language classrooms (e.g., in
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hallways, the lunchroom, or the computer lab). Since IEPs are largely designed for language immersion, many assume that
students who speak English outside the classroom will learn the language faster and better. Thus, some English programs
enforce an English-only policy that prohibits using the L1 at any time within the conﬁnes of the language school. Despite
these policies intended to maximize target language use, many students continue speaking their L1s outside the
classroom.
Unfortunately, research has paid little attention to understanding factors that may inﬂuence students to speak their L1
outside the language classroom. Although many institutions utilize various language policies in the hope of fostering more L1
use, most policies are not supported by empirical research that reﬂect learners' perspectives (Christison & Krahnke, 1986).
Such research that is informed by student voices is all but nonexistent. Accordingly, this vast research gap may be the primary
reason language policies commonly implemented in IEPs are often ignored or ineffective. A clearer understanding of student
perspectives is essential if we are to maximize student language learning. Thus, the essential contribution of the current study
to the ﬁeld is the identiﬁcation of learner voices that pinpoint critical factors that they feel inﬂuence their language choices
outside the classroom.
2. Review of literature
The importance of target language input (e.g., Krashen, 1977), output (e.g., Swain, 1985), and interaction (e.g., Long, 1981)
in L2 acquisition has been widely investigated, and many researchers believe that “the prohibition of the native language
would maximize the effectiveness of learning the target language” (Tang, 2002, p. 36). Some studies in recent decades have
attempted to explore the impact of target language use on proﬁciency gain. Although some scholars have suggested a positive
relationship between these two variables (Brecht, Davidson, & Ginsberg, 1995; Seliger, 1977), others have seen no connection
(Freed, 1990; Yager, 1998), and still others have found mixed results (Day, 1985; O'Donnell, 2004; Spada, 1986).
One of the few studies examining English use outside the classroom is Baker, Cundick, Evans, Henrichsen, and Dewey
(2012). This study took place over a period of 31 weeks, involved a larger number of participants (61 ESL learners from 12
different language backgrounds and at 4 proﬁciency levels). Participants took a proﬁciency pre- and post-test and responded
to a questionnaire designed to elicit information about out-of-class language use. In addition, six learners participated in
semi-structured interviews. The results indicated a positive relationship between the use of English and increased proﬁciency, even when students interacted with nonnative speakers.
Martinsen, Baker, Dewey, Bown, and Johnson (2010) examined language gain in study abroad programs, service language
learning, and foreign language housing. 48 students, native speakers of English, participated in the study: 19 in a traditional
study abroad program, 13 in a service-learning study abroad program, and 16 in a foreign language housing located on a U.S.
university campus. Of the 48 participants, 43 completed a language log recording their L2 use, 26 participants completed preand post-tests of oral language skills, and 21 completed both the logs and the tests. The results indicated that the students in
foreign language housing who interacted with roommates in their L2 demonstrated greater language gains than those who
communicated mostly with native speakers in study abroad programs. Martinsen et al. (2010) concluded that gains in the
foreign language housing arose from the depth and variety of conversations that students had due to similarities in age,
cultural background, and social status; thus, their communication was more productive as opposed to the more receptive
communication learners experienced during study abroad.
While the focus of the current study is language use outside the classroom, we also draw from classroom-based research
in order to help further contextualize this study. Since English often functions as a lingua franca, the issue of language use
arises mostly in foreign language contexts (see Bruhlmann, 2012, for a literature review on the role of the L1 in foreign
language classrooms). Grant (1999) conducted a study in six foreign language schools in Japan and found that in the schools
with a formally enforced English-only policy, more students expressed positive attitudes, opposed to the schools in which
the enforcement of the policy and the strictness of its implementation were the choice of an individual teacher. As a
possible alternative to exclusive use of the target language in the English as a foreign language (EFL) classroom, Reis (1996)
proposed an L1 break during which the students discussed their performance, asked questions about communication
problems, and engaged in self-evaluation. Reis reported that student attitudes improved as a result of this break and that
students became more involved in classroom activities, demonstrated better social skills, and revealed higher levels of
motivation and self-esteem. Similarly, Burden (2000) found that some use of the L1 in class helped students to relax and to
lower their affective ﬁlter, creating an environment described as “more humanistic,” which “values the students, their
culture and their language” (p. 147). These ﬁndings suggest that judicious use of L1 could facilitate target language
development.
Moreover, Bruhlmann (2012) has suggested that one's view of the appropriateness of L1 in the classroom may be
associated with the extent of one's alignment with a particular theoretical framework. For example, she has observed that
those advocating an interactionist framework are likely to reject the L1 in favor of maximizing the L2. On the other hand,
those assuming a sociocultural perspective may see certain uses of the L1 as a means of aiding language development.
These might include the recognition that the L1 is a natural and inherent part of the learner's identity, that judicious use of
the L1 could lower affective barriers, and that the L1 may facilitate understanding and allow for more effective language
practice.
Some researchers have attempted to explore learner perceptions of the target language use outside the classroom in
both EFL (Barker, 2004; Hyland, 2004) and ESL contexts (Davis, 1986). Though students are often encouraged to use the
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target language outside the classroom, many of them struggle to communicate with other language learners because they
fear that their skills are limited, that they will not be able to get appropriate feedback, that they will adopt the mistakes of
their partners, or that they will be viewed as arrogant (Barker, 2004; Hyland, 2004). Others view the use of L2 with
friends or family as a betrayal of their language or culture (Davis, 1986). A few studies have also examined various factors
that affect students' language use in intensive English programs. These include social, cultural, psychological, and linguistic factors (e.g., Hwang, 1993; Park, 1998; Tomizawa, 1990). While these studies focused primarily on Asian students,
there also is a great need to investigate how students from diverse populations interact with each other in a multilingual
school setting.
Since most previous studies have been limited to the language classroom, very little is known about what inﬂuences
learners to use or avoid the target language outside the classroom. As language use appears to be vital to language development, language educators must gain a greater understanding of those factors that students feel inﬂuence their language
use within a multilingual school setting. Since the existing literature lacks a careful examination of student attitudes beyond
the classroom and the impact of different L1 backgrounds, this study seeks to answer the following question: From learner
perspectives, what factors affect decisions to use their L1 or English outside the classroom?
3. Methodology
3.1. Context
The study was conducted at the English Language Center (ELC), an IEP associated with a large university in the United
States. The ELC curriculum includes the Foundations English Program where students gain basic interpersonal communications skills (BICS) and the Academic English Program where students develop cognitive academic language proﬁciency
(CALP) needed for further study at an English-medium university (Cummins, 1979). Using the American Council on the
Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) proﬁciency scale (ACTFL, 2012), the Foundations English Program consists of Foundations Prep and levels A, B, and C, ranging from novice low to intermediate high, and the Academic English Program includes
Academic Prep and levels A, B, and C, ranging from intermediate high to advanced high.
The classes in levels A and B of the Foundations English Program consist of Writing and Structure, Reading, Oral
Communication Fluency, and Oral Communication Accuracy. The classes in level C include Writing, Reading, Grammar, and
Oral Communication. The Academic English Program offers four courses in level A and level B: Writing, Linguistic Accuracy,
Listening and Speaking, and Reading. Level C classes include Writing, Linguistic Accuracy, and two content-based courses that
help students develop the language skills and academic vocabulary needed for functioning in basic university courses.
The majority of ELC students come from South and Central America, Mexico, Asia, and parts of Europe. Most students are
native speakers of Spanish. The second most widely represented L1 is Korean, and the third is Portuguese. The representation
of other languages, however, varies from semester to semester. Table 1 shows the distribution of student L1s over the three
semesters that data were collected.
3.2. Participants
The participants for the individual interviews were strategically selected from the 158 questionnaire respondents based on
the following criteria: (a) they studied at the English Language Center during the ﬁrst semester and completed the questionnaire, (b) they agreed to discuss English use in the school, (c) they were enrolled in the English Language Center during
the second semester of the study, (d) they were at least in the Foundations C level during the second semester, which ensured
adequate English skills necessary for participation in the interview, and (e) they had a native language background of either
Spanish, Korean, Portuguese, or Chinese, since these languages were identiﬁed as the most representative of the student
population.

Table 1
Student native language distribution by the semesters of the study.
Native language

Semesters during study
Fall 2010

Winter 2011

Summer 2011

Spanish
Korean
Portuguese
Chinese
Japanese
French
Ukrainian
Russian
Other

35.5% (76)
22.0% (47)
14.4% (31)
7.4% (16)
8.4% (18)
4.2% (9)
2.3% (5)
1.9% (4)
4.0% (8)

42.7% (93)
19.3% (42)
10.6% (23)
9.6% (21)
4.6% (10)
3.7% (8)
3.2% (7)
2.3% (5)
4.3% (9)

42.4% (89)
24.8% (52)
12.0% (25)
5.7% (12)
6.7% (14)
2.4% (5)
0.5% (1)
0.9% (2)
4.8% (10)

Total

214

218

210

14
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Following these criteria, 12 students were identiﬁed as potential interview participants. Students with both positive and
negative reactions to the English-only environment were considered to provide a full range of perspectives. Eight students
were strategically selected and invited to participate in the study. Seven students agreed to participate. One student out of
these seven was chosen to participate in a pilot interview. Interview participants are brieﬂy introduced below where
pseudonyms are used to preserve anonymity.
Tang is a Chinese-speaking female student from mainland China, who at the time of the interview was in her second
semester at the English Language Center and was enrolled in the Academic B level. She enjoyed studying English at the ELC
because it provided her with many opportunities to make international friends. Nayoung came to the United States from
South Korea to improve her English and subsequently apply to study at an American university. She was enrolled in the
Academic Preparation (AP) level. Natalia is a female student from Brazil who was not as sociable and extroverted as Tang and
Nayoung, so it was rather difﬁcult for her to make new friends in school. At the time of the interview, Natalia was in the
 is a Spanish-speaking student from Venezuela who started his studies at the ELC at the Foundations C
Academic A level. Jose
level. At the time of the interview, he was in his third semester in the program and was in the Academic B level. Another
Spanish-speaking student, Claudia, originally from Mexico, was in her second semester at the time of the interview and was at
the AP level. Claudia was the only interview participant with a clearly deﬁned negative attitude toward the English-only rule.
Unlike the other interview participants, Minsoo, a male student from South Korea, came to the United States to develop his
English skills in order to get a better job in his home country. At the time of the interview, his second semester in the program,
he was enrolled in the Academic A level.
Table 2 includes demographic characteristics of the interview participants. The sample had no students from Foundations
C or Academic C, as none of the students from these levels met all the selection criteria. Therefore, a special effort was made to
include both of these levels in the focus groups.
The focus group participants were enrolled during the third semester of the study. The aim was to form four groups of
students based on the most representative L1s at the English Language Center (Spanish, Korean, Portuguese, and Chinese),
with 7e10 participants in each group. The response from Korean students was so strong, however, that 17 students
participated in that focus group. Table 3 shows the number of participants in each focus group along with their L1 and
gender.
3.3. Instrument design overview
The research question posed in this study is exploratory by nature, as it attempts to provide a better understanding of the
factors affecting student language choices outside the classroom. The study was conducted within a qualitative framework to
collect descriptive data revealing students' attitudes and opinions. Indeed, numbers and statistical analysis cannot reveal
what is on learners' minds; neither can they allow learners' voices to be heard (Evans, 2001). Therefore, qualitative methods
seemed to best ﬁt the purposes of this study.
Data collected in this study came from six semi-structured interviews (Kvale, 1996) and four focus groups. This
combination of data collection instruments was employed in order to (a) gather rich, descriptive data and (b) ensure
trustworthiness of the data. According to Patton (1990), by utilizing multiple instruments of data collection, the researcher
“can build on the strengths of each type of data collection while minimizing the weakness of any single approach” (p.
245).
In addition to the interviews and the focus groups, a student questionnaire was administered in the ﬁrst semester of the
study to elicit student attitudes toward the existing English-only rule and to ﬁnd appropriate candidates for interviews and
focus groups. Because this study was designed to inform the ELC curriculum, all enrolled students were invited to complete
the questionnaire. It was completed by 158 of the 214 students (73.83%). The questionnaire consisted of 15 items (see
Appendix A). Students were asked to explain their attitudes toward the English-only rule and to identify possible beneﬁts of
using English beyond the classroom. They also were asked to describe settings in which the use of their L1 should be allowed.
While the questionnaire was anonymous, a question was included at the end, which allowed students who were interested in
participating in a discussion about language use at the English Language Center to identify themselves by providing their
email address. As the questionnaire was administered as part of a larger study, which focused on student attitudes toward the
English-only policy, the results of the questionnaire are not included in this report.

Table 2
Interview participants.
Name

Native language

ELC level

Gender

Age

Claudia

Jose
Nayoung
Minsoo
Natalia
Tang

Spanish
Spanish
Korean
Korean
Portuguese
Chinese

Acad. Prep
Academic B
Acad. Prep
Academic A
Academic A
Academic B

F
M
F
M
F
F

18
19
22
25
24
29
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Table 3
Focus group participants.
Native language

Spanish
Korean
Portuguese
Chinese

Gender

Proﬁciency

M

F

FA

FB

FC

AP

AA

AB

AC

5
11
4
4

4
6
5
3

e

e
5
1
3

e
4
2
3

3
5
2
1

2
2
1
e

1
1
1
e

3
e
e
e

2
e

Note. FA ¼ Foundations Level A; FB ¼ Foundations Level B; FC ¼ Foundations Level C; AP ¼ Academic Preparation; AA ¼ Academic Level A; AB ¼ Academic
Level B; AC ¼ Academic Level C.

3.4. Data elicitation
Six in-depth student interviews were conducted in the second semester to ﬁnd factors that contributed to the students'
English use outside the classroom. Each interview followed the same protocol (see Appendix B), though there were slight
differences in sequencing and follow-up questions. All interviews were conducted by the ﬁrst author during the ninth, tenth,
and eleventh week of the semester. The interviews were conducted in English, and lasted between 35 and 65 min. Each
interview was fully transcribed.
After the interviews were completed and partially analyzed, four focus groups were conducted in the third semester. These
allowed for elaboration on the information obtained from the interviews. The focus groups were conducted by ELC teachers to
ensure familiarity with the ELC program and its objectives. These teachers acted as facilitators and were selected from the
same L1 backgrounds as the students. This provided solidarity with the participants (Hwang, 1993). The focus group facilitators were given the discussion protocol (see Appendix C), informed about the purpose of the research, and provided with
brief training prior to the discussions. The facilitators were also instructed to lead the discussion in English and to keep
themselves out of the conversation so that the students could share their thoughts and opinions. The average length of the
discussions was 40 min. Similar to the interviews, the focus groups were audio recorded, though only selected segments were
transcribed.
3.5. Data analysis
Data analysis was guided by the model described by Marshall and Rossman (1995). This included organizing and coding
the data by generating categories, themes, and patterns; testing emergent hypotheses; searching for alternative explanations;
and writing the report.
The interviews from the digital recordings were transcribed as accurately as possible, and the transcripts were analyzed
individually by the categories, themes, and patterns in their relation to the research question of the study. At this stage of the
analysis, several preliminary coding categories were developed.
The focus groups were not transcribed entirely because of time constraints; the researchers only transcribed selective
segments, i.e. comprehensible units that contained one major idea or piece of information (Tesch, 1990). When analyzing the
focus group transcripts, the coding categories emerged from the interviews were applied and further reﬁned, that is, several
categories were modiﬁed (i.e., combined, speciﬁed), and new categories were added. After all coding categories were
identiﬁed, the segments from the interviews and the focus groups pertaining to these categories, themes, and patterns were
sorted out and analyzed based on the research question of the study. In presenting the results of the study, students' comments have not been corrected for language.
4. Results
In response to the research question, four categories of factors were identiﬁed, with several subfactors in each category.
These categories include sociocultural factors, linguistic factors, individual factors, and affective factors. Each will be discussed
below.
4.1. Sociocultural factors
Sociocultural factors are described by Brown (1987) as extrinsic variables that “emerge as the second language learner
brings not just two languages into contact, but two cultures” (p. 99). Four sociocultural subfactors were identiﬁed in this study:
peer pressure, fear of negative evaluation by compatriots, cultural communication patterns, and a need for cultural bonding.
4.1.1. Peer pressure
Peer pressure seemed to be one of the factors most frequently referred to as hindering students' interaction with compatriots in English. Many comments by the participants during the interviews and the focus groups made it clear that
speaking a native language with others from the same country is simply expected. As one participant said, “students do not
want to look dumb by being the only one who speaks English.”
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Natalia, a highly motivated student, provided the most striking example of the peer pressure factor. She came to the
English Language Center with the goal to prepare for the TOEFL and the GRE and wanted to speak English as much as possible,
even with Portuguese speakers in school. However, every time she approached Brazilian students in English, they replied in
Portuguese. Natalia admitted, with regret in her voice, “I tried a couple of weeks, and then I gave up.” She explained that it was
not worthwhile for her to continue speaking in English with other Brazilian students due to the difﬁculty that such
communication produced: “They were speaking Portuguese, and I had to think in English and translate. Oh, I was very
confused!” Eventually she decided to avoid Brazilian students in school.
Many students, like Natalia, have a high motivation to use English, but their compatriots “get in the way.” Not uncommon
were remarks similar to the one expressed by a Spanish-speaking focus group participant: “It's like: ‘Tomorrow I really want
to speak only English.’ But then comes my classmate and tells me something in Spanish, and that's it!”
Yet another form of peer pressure related to language-use choices was brought to light by the Korean focus group, who
connected it with their national identity. One student explained that when some Korean young people come back from an
English-speaking country, they start using English with their friends and even speak Korean with an English accent. “This kind
of behavior is repulsive,” he said, “and people hate this!” He explained, “We believe that you remain Korean no matter where
you are. And you have to maintain your identity.” He indicated that very few Korean students at the ELC choose to interact
with students from other countries in order to speak more English, and those who choose this, do so at the expense of their
relationship with other compatriots.
These examples vividly demonstrate how hard it might be for students to use English with their compatriots. Whereas
some students attempted to avoid such interactions altogether, most chose to remain in the circle of their compatriots due to
strong peer pressure. For them, having harmony with the group was more important than being “an English-learning machine” (Park, 1998, p. 67).
4.1.2. Fear of negative evaluation by compatriots
In addition to feeling pressure from peers to speak their L1, some participants said they were hesitant to speak English
with compatriots because they feared they would be judged for their mistakes and perceived as incompetent. Interestingly
enough, most students expressed that this fear only occurred when speaking English with compatriots and almost never
when interacting with other international students or native English speakers. The students also felt that, while receiving
corrections from native English speakers is normal and even desirable, it is embarrassing to be corrected by compatriots. To
 pointed out, “When you receive corrections from your friends, you feel that the relationship is kind of broken.”
illustrate, Jose
Therefore, to avoid feeling embarrassed in the presence of their compatriots, students preferred to speak their native
languages.
4.1.3. Cultural communication patterns
Another sociocultural factor that discouraged participants' use of English comes at the intersection of language and
culture. Students indicated that Korean communication patternsdthe relationship between young people and adults in
particulardseem to inhibit speakers' abilities to communicate in English with compatriots. The Korean participants referred
to this relationship as a major obstacle of using English with older Korean students. To illustrate, the students in the focus
group explained that it is considered very rude to say you to an older person. One asked, “How can I say you to grandpa?” He
explained that when addressing an older person in Korean, one has to use honoriﬁcs and pay attention to word choice, titles,
and even consider a special tone of voice. The English language, in his opinion, does not provide such resources.
Minsoo, the Korean interviewee, explained that speaking English with older Koreans seems to be impossible not only
because of the absence of necessary linguistic resources but because of the social rank in Korean society. He explained that
older people in Korea are superior to younger people; therefore, speaking English to an older Korean student whose language
proﬁciency is lower means disrespecting his or her status.
4.1.4. Need for cultural bonding
The majority of the students felt that friendships with compatriots were important, and some of them probably felt
, who said, “If I speak Spanish,
friendships were even more important than personal language goals. The latter was true for Jose
it only helps me strengthen my relationship with my Spanish-speaking friends, and this is crucial!” A participant in the
Portuguese focus group nearly echoed him: “Yes, I hang out with Brazilians and speak Portuguese with them. I think it's
important to maintain your culture, and you just feel better.”
Similarly, the Korean focus group participants pointed out that developing solid relationships with compatriots helps
them adjust to the new environment, which oftentimes is perceived as frightening and overwhelming. By interacting with
fellow students in their native language, the participants found safety in the unfamiliar environment. This ﬁnding resonates
with Coleman's social capital theory (Coleman, 1988), which explains that people tend to develop closer relationships with
those with whom they have much in common. In a language institution with students from various countries, these commonalities are normally found in compatriots. As seen in this study, it is extremely challenging for students to balance efforts
to learn English while attempting to ﬁt in with their peers, being loyal to compatriots and national identity, and feeling the
need for cultural bonding with friends from the same country. With the presence of various cultures and ethnicities at the
ELC, the inﬂuence of these factors should not be underestimated.

E. Shvidko et al. / System 51 (2015) 11e27

17

4.2. Linguistic factors
Without question, when discussing why students may choose to speak their L1 instead of English at the English Language
Center, reasons pertaining to the linguistic domain were among the most frequent responsesdthey were mentioned by all
interview participants and most students participated in the focus groups. These reasons were classiﬁed into the following
categories: low language proﬁciency, translating habits, and differences between English and students' L1s.
4.2.1. Low language proﬁciency
One of the most frequently mentioned linguistic reasons for not speaking English with compatriots was inadequate
language proﬁciency. The participants said it was hard for them to express themselves fully in English because of their lack of
vocabulary and insufﬁcient grammar knowledge. One Portuguese-speaking participant was quite emotional in expressing her
opinion: “How can you speak English all the time if you are Foundations A or B? I need to communicate with people! It can be
really stressful! So sometimes it's OK to say some words in Portuguese.” Another student from Brazil agreed that the Englishonly rule should not be extended to the beginning students as she shared her experience: “When I was in Foundations B, I was
not able to express myself in English, and since I could not use Portuguese at school, I just stopped talking to people. So the
rule was not helpful for me at all.”
The participants also found it hard to use English with those students whose language proﬁciency was low. To them, it
seemed to be a waste of time to speak English to someone who has difﬁculty understanding and communicating, especially if
he or she can communicate effectively in his or her native language. A student from Brazil noted, “The topic that we can
discuss in ﬁve minutes in Portuguese, we will spend an hour in English!”
4.2.2. Translating habits
In addition to challenges presented by the lack of general language production and comprehension, three participants
from the Korean focus group mentioned that because of their habit of translating Korean directly into English, they often
come across situations in which they do not know how to translate a certain word or an expression. However, instead of trying
to look for alternativesdsynonyms or paraphrasesdstudents switch to their native language. Likewise, the participants of the
Chinese focus group indicated the translation habit as a common obstacle when speaking English. One student expressed,
“My biggest problem is that I don't know how to say exactly what I want to say in Chinese, but it's because I can't think in
English.”
4.2.3. Differences between English and students' L1s
Several students reported a difﬁculty expressing themselves in English due to linguistic differences between English and
their L1s. An example of this is the honoriﬁcs of the Korean language. Furthermore, the students in the Portuguese focus
group stated that it is challenging for them to communicate with Brazilians in English because there are no equivalent
Portuguese forms in English that would reﬂect the same degree of humor and wit. One Portuguese-speaking participant
explained, “Our language has a lot of slang, and it's so hard to have a conversation in English in the same way.”
In short, the inﬂuence of linguistic factors was commonly mentioned by the participants in this study. The lack of
knowledge of the target language, translating habits, and even the differences between students' L1s and English inﬂuenced
the participants to switch to their native languages to easily achieve adequate communication with each other.

4.3. Individual factors
€ rnyei (2006), are “ enduring personal characteristics that are assumed to apply to
Individual factors, as deﬁned by Do
everybody and on which people differ by degree,” that is, “they concern stable and systematic deviations from a normative
blueprint” (p. 42). Based on this deﬁnition, two individual factors that inﬂuenced participants' language choices in
communication outside the classroom were identiﬁed: intensity of motivation and personality type.
4.3.1. Intensity of motivation
Motivation comprises “a number of more general, trait-like and more situation-speciﬁc, state-like components that direct
€rnyei, 2006, p. 50). However, because motivation is a characteristic that can be applied to
and energize learning behavior” (Do
all language learners, it was deﬁned in this study as an individual rather than an affective factor.
The participants demonstrated that motivation could be a major inﬂuence in overcoming obstacles to the use of English
outside the classroom. For example, driven by their language-learning goals, some participants avoided interaction with their
compatriots. Others shared that while in class they tried to choose a seat next to a person who did not speak their native
language, so they would not have a temptation to use their L1.
Nayoung, in particular, was a unique example of a motivated student. Due to her desire to learn English, none of the
negative factors, even peer pressure, seemed to affect her. She shared that other Korean students disapproved of her behavior
of speaking English with Koreans and building friendships with multilingual students rather than with Koreans. However,
Nayoung was not afraid of being ostracized by her compatriots. She explained, “I came here to improve my English, not
Korean! My Korean is pretty good; I don't have to practice it!”
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Whereas Nayoung seemed to maintain her motivation throughout both semesters of her study at the ELC, for various
reasons, some participants' motivation dropped after a couple of months or even weeks of school. Minsoo, for example,
admitted that in the second semester he “became lazy” and “did not try to speak English as much as before.” A participant in
the Portuguese focus group explained that she gradually lost her motivation by getting used to the samedalmost habitualdschool routine, which seemed exciting and fresh at the beginning: “When I came here, everything was new and interesting. But I have been here for three semesters, and sometimes I don't have motivation to speak English.” Tang had a similar
reason. During her ﬁrst semester, she encountered a new classroom culture, interesting teaching and learning methods that
were different from the ones back home and which she found appealing and stimulating. She also made a lot of friends in the
multicultural environment of the ELC, which gave her more opportunities to practice her communication skills in English.
However, as the second semester came, everything was familiar and somehow less motivating. She lost the feeling of newness
 lost his determination to
that used to inspire her to speak English during the ﬁrst semester. Unlike the other participants, Jose
speak English as soon as he realized that the majority of the students did not seem to care about following the English-only
rule.
4.3.2. Personality type
In addition to the inﬂuence of motivation, it became apparent during the interviews that willingness to use English was, to
a certain degree, determined by personality type. For example, Nayoung epitomizes an active and sociable student. She
constantly searched for the opportunities to make new friends from other countries and enjoyed enriching her multicultural
experience at the ELC by learning about other students' traditions and customs. Because she socialized with students from
other countries more than she did with Koreans, she described herself as “a weird Korean” who did not want to be close with
Korean people but wanted to gain a multicultural experience.
Natalia, on the other hand, was not as extroverted as Nayoung. In fact, Natalia described herself as shy and quiet; therefore,
she did not use her chances to speak English at the ELC. She realized that interaction with compatriots assumed speaking her
native language, so she tried to avoid being around Brazilian students. At the same time, Natalia did not make any effort to
become friends with students from other countries due to her introverted personality.
As seen, individual factors need to be considered when analyzing student language behavior outside the classroom. It is
apparent from the comments and experiences of the participants that motivation and personality type can be factors that
inﬂuence student desires to speak English in school, in that sociable and motivated students tended to seek out opportunities
to use more English, whereas those who lacked motivation demonstrated a frequent use of their native language.
4.4. Affective factors
Affective factors refer to the emotional side of language learning. According to Brown (2014), “The development of affective states or feelings involves a variety of personality factors, feelings both about ourselves and about others with whom
we come into contact” (p. 142). In the current study, three affective subfactors were identiﬁed that inhibited students'
communication in English outside the classroom: lack of conﬁdence, stress from speaking English, and fear of losing L1
identity when speaking English. Unlike individual factors (e.g., personality type and motivation), lack of conﬁdence, stress
from speaking English, and fear of losing L1 identity are not permanent characteristics of language learners; therefore, they
were distinguished from the individual factors and classiﬁed as a separate domain.
4.4.1. Lack of conﬁdence
Lack of conﬁdence is closely related to self-esteem, which is identiﬁed as “a psychological and social phenomenon in
which an individual evaluates his/her competence and own self according to a set of values” (Rubio, 2007, p. 5). Lack of
conﬁdence can result from negative experiences (Brown, 2014). A case in point is Natalia, who tried to speak English with
other Brazilian students, who ridiculed her when she made mistakes. She felt very uncomfortable and began to avoid
speaking English with the Portuguese speakers at the English Language Center. However, she did not lack conﬁdence or feel
anxious when interacting with her English-speaking coworkers at her part-time job.
Similarly, Minsoo felt that the level of his conﬁdence in using English varied depending on whom he talked to. He felt
conﬁdent talking to native speakers, as he knew they would be more “understanding to [his] accent and grammar.” However,
speaking English with other Koreans and students whose language abilities were more advanced than his own made him feel
uncomfortable. He conﬁded: “I know that their English is better, and I am scared that they will judge me or laugh at me.”
4.4.2. Stress from speaking English
Perhaps even more than shaky levels of conﬁdence, stress and tiredness often kept participants from speaking English,
especially for students at the beginning proﬁciency levels. One Brazilian student said that her ﬁrst semester at the ELC, when she
was in the Foundations B level, was very stressful for her. She was not able to communicate with people because of the Englishonly rule in school coupled with her low English abilities. She felt depressed from not being able to interact with people and
enjoy conversations. In her opinion, students should not be deprived of a basic human need to communicate with other people.
For several other focus group participants, relieving stress was indeed a valid reason for speaking their native languages.
One Spanish-speaking student indicated, “We are humans too. We have our life, and sometimes I come to school and I have a
bad day or I am very stressed. I just need someone to talk with me in my language, not English, and when teacher says, ‘Speak
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English,’ it makes me even more mad.” In the Chinese focus group, the participants made the following remarks: “We need
time to relax!”; “It gives headache to speak and listen only English”; and “I dislike this rule during the lunch break.”
4.4.3. Fear of losing L1 identity when speaking English
Another concern about using English with compatriots, particularly expressed by participants who spoke Spanish and
Portuguese, relates to a shift in identity. They felt as though they were different people when they were speaking English.
One Brazilian reﬂected, “My personality is so different when I speak English, not Portuguese. I am a different person; it's
not me anymore!” Other students in the group concurred with her and explained that in Portuguese there are many
colloquial expressions that perfectly reﬂect their personalities. As a result, when they speak English, they feel that they are
losing their sense of self. A similar idea was expressed by the Spanish-speaking focus group participants, who felt that
English does not allow them to be who they really are. A female student from Mexico provided a poignant explanation of
this concept:
Your language is connected with yourself. So when you are speaking only the language that you are learning, sometimes you feel that you are losing the part of who you are, and you feel really empty. So if you have a chance to speak
Spanish sometimes, it is very good for you.
This insight is remarkably similar to the difﬁculties different cultural communication patterns present such as the Korean
students' inability to use the honoriﬁcs they have learned as Koreans when speaking English.
Thus, participants viewed constant use of English as a cause of stress and a threat to their identity. In addition, some
participants felt apprehensive about using English because of their lack of conﬁdence. In order to relieve stress, ﬁnd safety,
and protect their identity, the participants often revert to their L1 when talking to friends from the same country.
5. Discussion
Numerous English language programs all over the world have adopted an interactionist approach to language development that includes an English-only policy. Such policies are intended to optimize the language development of the
learners within their inﬂuence. However, many teachers and program administrators struggle in their efforts to enforce
such policies. These struggles may arise when educators and students have differing views about student needs, and
policies are implemented without student input. In such cases, educators may lack the kinds of insights provided by
student voices evident in the ﬁndings of this study. In doing so, they may unwittingly undermine the very language
development they seek to facilitate. Though the use of L2 is essential and should be optimized, the ﬁndings of this study
suggest that it should not come at the sacriﬁce of other equally compelling factors that could actually interfere with
language learning.
Table 4 summarizes the factors and subfactors identiﬁed by students in this study as impacting their language use outside
the classroom. These include a variety of sociocultural, linguistic, individual, and affective inﬂuences that language learners
encounter. Many of these factors may affect students in adverse ways that may not be obvious to teachers or program administrators. Nevertheless, we believe that such factors should be carefully considered in order to create an effectively
language learning environment.
A common approach employed by many intensive English programs to increase language development has been to
implement some form of language policy. These policies may range from allowing students to speak whatever language they
choose in a particular context to a much stricter requirement of speaking English only. However, language use policies that
demand the exclusive use of English may be ﬂawed in at least two fundamental ways: the need for enforcement and a lack of
support.

Table 4
Summary of factors affecting English use outside the classroom.
Factors

Subfactors

Sociocultural

Peer pressure
Fear of negative evaluation by compatriots
Cultural communication patterns
Need for cultural bonding

Linguistic

Low language proﬁciency
Translating habits
Differences between English and L1

Individual

Intensity of motivation
Personality type

Affective

Lack of conﬁdence
Stress from speaking English
Fear of losing L1 identity when speaking English
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First, successful adherence is likely to require enforcement. It is not coincidental that the words policy and police are
derived from the same Latin root, politia, suggesting governmental control. Compulsion does not always equate to compliance, and attempting to police students without a deeper understanding of their perspectives is likely to generate animosity
between the language learner and the enforcers. In this study, we observed widely varied levels of motivation. It seems
probable that motivation could be impacted by the kind of highly policed environment described in this study. The interaction
of language use policies and motivation is a fertile area for future research.
Teachers and program administrators who implement exacting policies may have learners' very best interests in mind.
Nevertheless, while they may believe that they are maximizing the learners' language development, these exacting policies
may be inappropriate and even harmful to students. Arnold (1999) has reminded us that.
In the presence of overly negative emotions such as anxiety, fear, stress, anger or depression, our optimal learning
potential may be compromised. The most innovative techniques and the most attractive materials may be rendered
inadequate, if not useless, by negative affective reactions involved with the language learning process (p. 2).
Given this fact along with the stresses and challenges associated with the sociocultural, linguistic, individual, and affective
factors presented in this study, we encourage practitioners and program administrators to seek out the student voices in the
contexts in which they work. We also urge them to critically evaluate the potential drawbacks from policies that may undermine the learning environment.
The second and perhaps most important ﬂaw with an English-only policy is that such policies as they are presented in the
literature have little if any empirical basis to support their approach. Assumptions are made that this policy will help students
improve their language development. However, supporting research for the argument that an English-only policy helps
students improve is not only inconclusive but also sorely lacking. The aim of this study was to provide evidence from student
perspectives regarding reasons they choose to use English outside the classroom.
Though access to linguistic input and abundant opportunities to use language are important for language development,
they are only likely to be effective in environments conducive to learning (Rivers, 2011). In this sense an interactionist
approach to teaching and learning may be inadequate. We also may beneﬁt from a sociocultural perspective that views
particular uses of the L1 as facilitating language development without undermining the learning environment. Second
language educators need to keep in mind that being a language student is only one dimension of their learners' lives, and that
their learners are whole people made up of multiple identities with an array of emotional and social needs.
Rather than a restrictive policy, perhaps a better approach would be to teach learners how to monitor and regulate their
own learning. Literature on self-regulated learning suggests that those who perform best are those who are taught how to
monitor their own performance and are allowed to do so: “Allowing students to make adjustments on their own terms is
beneﬁcial because students feel positively about their learning environment, leading to improved learning (Andrade & Evans,
2013; Dembo & Seli, 2009; Zimmerman, 2002).
Given the insights the participants in this study have provided, it is our position that programs may beneﬁt from replacing
language use policies with language use plans that are empirically informed. For the very reasons articulated by the participants in this study, policies are likely to set the wrong tone; they require policing which can create adversarial relationships
between teachers and students. Language teachers and program administrators should aim to facilitate and not frustrate
language development. On the other hand, the very essence of planning suggests that care is taken and data consulted as ideas
are implemented to help students succeed. As Rivers (2011) noted, an informed language use plan ought to be realistic,
“transparent and positively oriented” (p. 42). When plans are driven by driven by the individual students themselves and
their own learning goals, they are likely to be much more successful.
6. Conclusion
Though many programs utilize a language use policydsuch as English-onlydwith the hope of maximizing the language
development of participants, they should not be implemented without appropriate empirical support. Evidence provided by
the student voices included in this study suggests a variety of sociocultural, linguistic, individual, and affective factors that
suggest that learning may be undermined by such English-only policies. Therefore, we urge practitioners and program administrators who may be operating with an incomplete view of the impact of a language use policy to seek the voices of the
participating students and to carefully weigh the policy's true effects.
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Appendix B. Interview Protocol
Dear ______________________(student's name),
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview. Before we begin, I would like to remind you of what my
purpose is. I am interested in ﬁnding out what student attitudes are towards English use outside the classroom in the building
of the English Language Center. I will be tape-recording our conversation to capture all of your good ideas. When we ﬁnish, I
will type up your comments and then destroy the tape. Your name will never be mentioned or included in what is written.
Do you have any questions?
[Turn tape recorder on now]
Demographics/Introductions
1. Tell me a little bit about yourself (where you grew up, time in U.S.).
2. How long have you been at the English Language Center?
3. What level are you at the ELC now?
Grand tour question: We are here to talk a little bit about your experience at the English Language Center. Tell me what your
language learning experience at the ELC has been like.
Major questions:
1. Some people like to study English in their home countries, but other prefer to go to English-speaking countries. What
made you decide to come to the United States to learn English?
2. The administration of the English Language Center has been always trying to encourage students to use English in the
building. Please tell me what you know about the English-only rule that we currently have at the ELC.
3. Let's imagine that I am a person who has never been to the ELC before. What languages can I expect to hear in the
hallways if I come to your school between or after classes?
4. Can you tell me about an occasion when you spoke your native language at the ELC? Why do you think you used it?
5. Can you remember ever being discouraged to speak English at the ELC? Tell me a little about this experience.
6. Speaking a foreign language all the time is not easy. I understand that sometimes students feel a need for speaking their
native languages. Can you please describe a situation when you think it would be absolutely necessary for students to
speak their native language with other students at the ELC?
7. Leaving your home country far away from family and friends must have been a tough decision. Now tell me about your
friends that you have at the ELC and time you spend together.
8. Let's imagine for a few minutes that we have a perfect language-learning environment at the ELC. What could be
changed in the school the way we have it now to make it your “dream school”?
9. What advice would you give to ELC teachers that are trying to encourage students to use English at all times in the ELC
building?
10. Let's imagine that you are a director of the English Language Center. What activities/rules/policies would you have in
the school to encourage students to use English in the hallways, by the vending machine etc?
[Turn tape recorder off]
Do you have anything to say about what we discussed during this interview?
Thank you again for your help!
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Appendix C. Focus Group Protocol
Dear students,
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this focus group. Before we begin, I would like to remind you of the purpose
of this study. The researcher is interested to ﬁnd out what student attitudes are towards English use outside the classroom in
the building of the English Language Center. This discussion will be tape recorded to capture all of your good ideas. When we
ﬁnish, the researcher will type up your comments and then destroy the tape. Your names will never be mentioned or included
in what is written.
Do you have any questions?
[Turn tape recorder on now]
The English Language Center is designed for students to be immersed in a language-speaking environment in and outside
the classroom. It should be a place in which students feel comfortable using English all the time. We want students to develop
effectively their English skills, respect other learners and teachers in the school, and honor the principles and rules of this
institution. Therefore, the administration of the ELC expects students to speak English with each other in classes, hallways,
and elsewhere at the building.
Introductory question: What are some beneﬁts of using English all the time in school?
RQ1: What attitudes do students of the English Language Center have toward the language-learning environment?
1. Let's discuss the language-learning environment that we currently have at the ELC.
2. Let's discuss the current ways the ELC deals with native language use in the building.
RQ2: What factors, from students' perspectives, affect their decision to use their native language or English outside the
classroom?
3.
3a.
3b.
4.
5.
6.

Based on your observations or your own experience, why do students speak their native language to each other?
Do you feel comfortable to speak English in class?
Do you feel comfortable to speak English with native speakers?
Let's brainstorm a few possible situations when use of L1 in students' communication would be necessary or helpful?
What or who makes it difﬁcult for you to speak English in the building?
What or who helps you to speak English in the building?

RQ3: Based on the attitudes and factors that affect their choices of language outside the classroom, what suggestions do ELC
students have to improve the language-learning environment at the ELC?
7. Let's brainstorm some things that can be done at the ELC to improve its language-learning environment and to help
students speak English in the building.
8. What should the teachers and the administration of the ELC do if students still use their L1 in the building?
[Turn tape recorder off]
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